What drives citizen satisfaction and trust with U.S. federal government agencies? Are these determinants constant across agencies, or do they differ? In this paper, we examine elements of citizen perceived performance as determinants of satisfaction and trust in federal agencies using a multi-year, cross-sectional, multi-agency sample of respondents. Focusing on six high-incidence federal agencies experienced by a large cross-section of American citizens, we observe differences in the determinants of satisfaction and trust, which include perceptions of the quality of the services experienced and the information provided, demographic factors, citizen expectations, and e-government adoption. We discuss these differences, with a particular focus on the implications of these findings to the practice of performance benchmarking. Given that one central objective of a variety of recent federal initiatives has been to better measure bureaucratic performance with the goal of improving the quality of services delivered to citizens through benchmarking, these findings highlight the complexity of government efforts to realize this goal. In conclusion, suggestions for improving cross-agency benchmarking are provided.
INTRODUCTION
What determines citizen satisfaction and trust with U.S. federal government agencies? Are these determinants constant across agencies, or do they differ? What are the implications of the answers to these questions for those attempting to compare agency performance or seek agency process improvements through performance benchmarking?
Given the growing importance of performance measurement among U.S. federal agencies, and especially the practice of performance benchmarking of citizen satisfaction data (and related data measuring citizen perceptions of government performance), a more thorough and nuanced understanding of what drives citizen perceptions across diverse government agencies is vital. Seeking this more complete understanding is the central objective of this paper.
In this paper, we examine determinants of citizen satisfaction and trust in U.S.
federal government agencies using a multi-year, multi-agency, cross-sectional sample of findings to the increasingly important practice of performance benchmarking as a means for both determining relative agency performance and seeking critical process improvements.
Our findings suggest that the use of satisfaction data for the purposes of performance measurement, by elected officials and regulatory agencies (as a means of judging agency performance) or by senior executives and public managers (as a strategy for realizing improvements in agency performance), must be done carefully to avoid drawing incorrect conclusions about how well agencies are performing, or the recommended strategies for improving citizen perceptions of this performance and citizen trust. In short, we argue that differences in the determinants of citizen satisfaction and its outcomes complicate the practice of cross-agency performance benchmarking. In conclusion, suggestions for improving the practice of identifying benchmarking partners and thereby conducting more effective performance benchmarking are provided.
BACKGROUND AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS
Governments at all levels -along with a growing number of public, private and non-profit organizations -are now engaged in performance measurement and management. Performance measurement, which can be defined as the "regular measurement of the results (outcomes) and efficiency of services or programs," comes in a variety of shapes and sizes (Hatry 2006, 3) . While some government organizations continue to focus solely on internal measures of performance (e.g. performance-based budgeting, internal agency "scorecard" measurement of total workload and production, or the achievement of key strategic goals, missions and objectives, etc.) (Gilmour & Lewis 2005; Poister & Streib 1999) , increasingly external performance measures are also being employed, typically taking the form of citizen satisfaction surveys or related survey data measuring citizen perceptions of government performance Wang & Gianakis 1999) .
While a significant number of local and state governments in the United States have for some time measured citizen satisfaction with basic service provision, such as policing, waste disposal, and fire protection (Beck et al. 1987; Kelly & Rivenbark 2003; Miller & Kobayashi 2000; Ostrom 1973; , satisfaction measurement has also become commonplace among federal agencies in the United States. Driven in part by the New Public Management movement and its strong focus on performance measurement and management (Box 1999; Jones & Thompson 1999) , as well as a group of relatively recent directives that mandate this type of measurement within federal agencies (such as the Government Performance and Results Act and the "Program Assessment Rating Tool"), it is now typical for federal agencies to analyze and publicize the results of satisfaction surveys (Behn 2003; Dull 2006; GPRA 1993; Meier & O'Toole 2009; Milakovich 2003; Osborne & Gaebler 1992; Stalebrink 2008 ).
The justifications for and uses of citizen satisfaction data among federal departments and agencies are many, and the basic purposes driving this practice have been understood differently (Behn 2003) . Measurement of satisfaction data is valuable, some have argued, because it provides citizens with the information needed to hold government officials responsible for their performance, thereby facilitating greater democratic accountability (Kelly 2005; Roch & Poister 2006) .
Satisfaction measurement also provides a feedback loop between government agencies and citizens similar to that of the free market, a communication network that is otherwise lacking for most government agencies (Fornell et. al. 2005; Wholey & Hatry 1992 ).
Moreover, satisfaction measurement provides public managers with the ability to gauge citizen perceptions of the quality of services (and other goods) delivered by their agency, and to acquire the information needed to reform and retool sub-optimal processes. The diversity of justifications for citizen satisfaction measurement notwithstanding, perhaps the most significant rationale for this activity is its usefulness in performance benchmarking, providing the data needed for comparing results and outcomes across units of government or distinct government agencies (Aksim & Christophersen 2007; Ammons 1999; Bell & Morey 1994; Bruder & Gray 1994; Coe 1999; Folz 2004; Yasin 2002) . Performance benchmarking, an idea borrowed from the quality management practices of the private sector that aims "to identify competitive targets which render the weak points of the benchmarking organization visible and to establish means of improvement," is now viewed as an essential tool for government as well (Kouzmin et. al. 1999, 123) . Indeed, the Office of Management and Budget's (OMB) guidance on the "Program Assessment Rating Tool" -an initiative adopted during the administration of George W. Bush aimed at improving government service quality and efficiency -explicitly encourages "agencies to provide the means by which their programs may be benchmarked internationally or across agencies" (OMB 2008, 74) .
At its core, performance benchmarking is deemed an important government activity primarily due to its usefulness in realizing two goods. First, the ability to benchmark citizen satisfaction data across government agencies provides the means for differentiating levels of performance (or incremental improvement in performance, etc.) across these agencies, and the ability to render decisions about reform priorities or budget appropriations on this basis (Osborne & Plastrik 2000) . That is, the ability to compare agencies in terms of citizen satisfaction performance assists public officials involved in oversight functions in distinguishing the strong-performing from the poor-performing agencies. Furthermore, the ability of public managers to benchmark satisfaction data can facilitate inter-agency learning and organizational improvement (Keehley et. al. 1996) .
From this perspective, the availability of satisfaction data helps agencies identify their most successful counterparts and -through a critical analysis of process differentiationadopt the best practices responsible for satisfaction success. By comparing themselves with agencies providing superior satisfaction, so it is thought, agencies can improve their own satisfaction.
Yet the perceived benefits attained through performance benchmarking of citizen satisfaction data notwithstanding, there are difficulties with efforts to interpret this data, difficulties that must be seen to confound the benchmarking-related objectives mentioned above. Stating the problem simply, distinct government agencies and programs serve very different segments of the public, perform very different missions, and administer very different programs. However, whether employed by administrators searching for best practices or by elected representatives attempting to critically compare service performance across government units, a considerable degree of inter-agency homogeneity must be assumed. That is, for performance benchmarking to serve its purpose, those doing it must assume that agencies are similar -that the selected "benchmarking partners" are comparable -in how they interface with their citizen-customers and in what drives satisfaction among these disparate groups of citizens.
As they relate to the practice of performance benchmarking, these assumptions and the problems they introduce raise several questions: What determines citizens' satisfaction and trust across distinct federal government agencies? Are these determinants constant across agencies, or do they differ? Most critically, if these determinants do differ, what are the implications for those attempting to compare cross-agency performance or seek process improvements through benchmarking? Without answers to these basic questions, any conclusions drawn from performance benchmarking could be dismissed as inapplicable, due to inherent and incommensurable differences between agencies that may make poor benchmarking partners. Indeed, the benchmarking of agency performance data -regarding satisfaction or any measure of citizen perceptions of performance, for that matter -will likely face criticisms regarding the comparability of selected benchmarking partners, criticisms that could challenge the core value of the benchmarking process. Vigoda-Gadot & Yuval 2003) . This paper intends to fill this gap in the literature, and represents (to our knowledge) a first attempt at outlining the determinants of citizen satisfaction and trust in U.S. federal government agencies using a multi-year, crossagency sample of respondents. As such, results from this analysis should provide essential guidance to those engaged in cross-agency satisfaction benchmarking at the federal level.
The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows. In the next section, we outline a conceptual model of government performance grounded in the "performance-satisfactiontrust" linkage now common in both the literature and in measurement practice. This model includes measures of citizen satisfaction, trust, and perceived government performance (service quality, information delivery), among other variables. The following section describes the data -provided by the American Customer Satisfaction Index -we will use to test our models. Thereafter, we describe the statistical methods used to analyze the data, and present the results of our analysis. The methods employed include structural equation modeling of the aggregate dataset, as well as sub-sample modeling of each of the agencies mentioned earlier, facilitating the inter-agency comparisons central to this study. Finally, the concluding section considers the implications of our results, specifically focusing on their relevance for the growing number of federal agencies both collecting citizen satisfaction data (and other external performance measurement data) and using this data to make vital operational decisions through performance benchmarking.
GOVERNMENT PERFORMANCE, CITIZEN SATISFACTION AND TRUST
Performance measurement through satisfaction measurement is an area of intense interest for many organizations. The private sector took the lead in developing conceptual models of consumer-oriented performance measurement (for some examples, see : Fornell et al. 1996; Oliver 1997; Szymanski & Henard 2001) , but these models have increasingly been adapted and applied to citizen experiences with government, and used to investigate the formation of citizen attitudes and citizen satisfaction with this class of services --FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE -- In what follows, we outline a conceptual model grounded in this performance-satisfaction-trust approach, based on both earlier findings from the literature and the data at our disposal (described in the next section) -a model we test below using structural equation modeling (SEM) techniques. However, given the relatively advanced state of these types of models in the literature, we eschew some theoretical background when defining this model, and proceed to a discussion of the key variables we include in the model for analysis. Nevertheless, the model we intend to test is represented graphically in Figure 2 below, and described in greater detail in what follows.
--FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE--

Government Performance
Government performance includes many things. Indeed, one perennial difficulty in measuring government performance across agencies, units, or levels of government is found in defining attributes of performance that apply equally well across them all (Van Ryzin 2007) . Nevertheless, a few generic aspects of government performance apply to most citizen experiences with government. For instance, the improved and transformed delivery of customer service has been recognized as a focus for improving government performance writ large (and particularly administrative performance) for some time (Osborne & Gaebler 1992; Poister & Henry 1994; Swiss 1992; Wagenheim & Reurink 1991) . It is now generally agreed -by both academics and practitioners -that a central feature of "better government" is the provision of better customer service.
In our model, as in much of the earlier literature, we identify customer service as a multi-dimensional construct ( Specifically, we propose two core (but general) elements of government performance as customer service commensurate with both theory and the findings of prior research: the citizen's perceptions of (1) the quality of the services received, and (2) the information disseminated by government agencies.
Operationalized more concretely in our model (see below), we broadly define these attributes of agency performance as the ease of obtaining services and the timeliness and efficiency of the delivery of those services, and the ease of accessing information and the clarity of information accessed from an agency. For both variables we would anticipate positive relationships with satisfaction, with perceptions of stronger service quality leading to stronger citizen satisfaction (Fornell et al. 1996) . Finally, we include four demographic predictors of satisfaction, both as control variables and as possibly significant predictors of satisfaction in their own right -age, education, income and gender. Because federal agencies often serve very different segments of the population (e.g. some agency customer groups are older, less affluent and less well educated than others, such as those of the Social Security Administration), it is essential to control for demographic factors, particularly when examining an aggregate, cross-agency model (as we do in our statistical analysis below) where demographic differences are likely to be more pronounced. Furthermore, prior research has shown that demographic factors impact both experienced and reported satisfaction across a variety of contexts DeHoog et. al. 1990; , and are likely to do so vis-à-vis citizen satisfaction with federal government as well.
Citizen Satisfaction
As described and represented graphically above, within performancesatisfaction-trust models of government performance, satisfaction is typically positioned as the key moderating variable. Inarguably, satisfaction represents a predominant concept in government performance measurement research, with studies of citizen satisfaction with government services having proliferated in recent years (James 2009; Morgeson & Mithas 2009; Roch & Poister 2006; Van Ryzin et al. 2004a; Welch et al. 2005) . While different measures of satisfaction have been developed, if measured as a multidimensional, cumulative concept -as is done here -it is typically employed to reflect the sum-total of the consumer's sense of fulfillment with his or her experience (Fornell et al. 1996) . In most models, therefore, satisfaction is introduced as a mediator between core consumer characteristics and their attitudes regarding government performance and their resulting (or future) perceptions and behaviors, and we adopt this convention here too.
Trust and Confidence
Finally, we turn to outcomes of performance and satisfaction. In most of the prior literature on the topic, citizen trust is viewed as the most crucial outcome of citizen satisfaction ( Welch et al. 2005 ). The second measure of trust included is the respondent's confidence that the specific federal agency experienced will do a good job providing services in the future. That is, rather than focusing on trust in the federal government as a whole, this particularized perspective on confidence focuses on a single federal agency and the citizen's confidence that that agency will perform well delivering services in the future.
In our model, we identify one determinant of the measure of confidence in the agency experienced, citizen satisfaction. Satisfaction is hypothesized to positively influence confidence in an agency, as citizens more satisfied with their experience with an agency should also be more confident in that agency's future performance. Moreover, we include two predictors of the generalized measure of trust in Washington overall. For basically the same reasons, we hypothesize a positive relationship between satisfaction and trust in the federal government as a whole; citizens who are more satisfied with their experiences with a federal agency should have both more confidence in that particular agency and greater trust in the government overall. We also propose a positive relationship between confidence in an agency and trust in Washington. The reason for this relationship is that feelings about aspects or parts of an entity should influence perceptions of the entire entity (Hetherington 1998) . Similarly, we suggest that experiences with particular agencies and confidence in those agencies will positively determine generalized trust in the federal government as a whole.
DATA, STATISTICAL METHODS, AND RESULTS
The central objective of this study is to compare determinants (i.e. citizen perceptions of government performance) of citizen satisfaction and citizen trust across multiple U.S. federal agencies. More specifically, we are interested in testing the conceptual model outlined above both in the aggregate and across the distinct federal agencies included in our sample, and in examining similarities and differences in the results. This endeavor should provide insight into the existence and/or extent of the differences in what drives satisfaction across agencies, and the potential complications these differences (if they do exist) pose. While a variety of statistical methods would suffice in achieving this objective, here we employ structural equation modeling (SEM) techniques. We begin by describing the data we utilize, followed by the results from the various elements of SEM modeling -as well as some of its features and advantages over alternative methods -below.
Data
The data we use to test the model outlined above was collected as part of the American Customer Satisfaction Index (ACSI) study. Regarding the survey, all of the substantive items included in the questionnaire (i.e. on information, services, satisfaction, trust, etc.) were generalized for applicability across different types of federal agency experiences. Prior to interviewing, respondents were screened for recent personal experience with a federal agency before being deemed eligible to participate in the study and complete the survey. The respondents in the sample indicated having some direct experience with a federal government department, agency or program over the past year (excluding the U.S. Postal Service), and were asked about that specific experience during interviewing. Those indicating contact with more than one federal agency over the prior 12 months were asked to identify and respond to the survey items in regards to the agency they contacted "most recently." Within the sample, interviewees identified a total of 57 distinct federal agencies or departments, ranging from the Department of Agriculture to the Department of Veterans Affairs. Table   1 summarizes the questions included in the survey that we use to operationalize the model. cases/citizen interviews in total, although we eliminate roughly one-third of these cases prior to analysis. Because we are interested in examining similarities and differences in citizen experiences across particular federal agencies, and because not all agencies were identified as often by respondents in the sample (i.e. some agencies were "low incidence"
--INSERT
and thus had very small samples, while conversely others were overrepresented in the sample), a majority of the agency-level samples were too small to include in our analysis.
For purposes of statistical reliability, we only include those federal agencies in the final sample that had at least 100 respondents (in total) across 2008 and 2009. After removing the remaining cases from the dataset, the final sample includes 1884 respondents across six federal agencies. Table 2 provides descriptive statistics for the full sample for each variable included in our analysis.
--INSERT TABLE 2 HERE--
Finally, Table 3 shows the distribution of the final sample by federal agency, while Appendix A includes abbreviated descriptive statistics for each agency sub-sample.
Below, we describe our statistical analysis of the data and the results of this analysis.
--INSERT TABLE 3 HERE--
Latent Constructs
Given the model outlined above and the data at our disposal, our structural equation models will include both observed and unobserved (or latent) factors.
More specifically, we specify multivariable constructs for three of the variables included in the model in Figure 2 -"Service," "Information," and "Satisfaction."
The survey items included in these latent variables are identified in Tables 1 and 2 above (via the standard "η" notation). Therefore, as is the convention in SEM, we begin by examining the properties of these three latent constructs, both as they appear in the "overall" model (which analyzes the pooled sample from all six agencies), and for each agency sub-sample analyzed separately. Table 4 provides statistics for the "Satisfaction," "Information" and "Service" latent constructs for all seven models (i.e. the aggregate and six subsample models), with standardized factor loadings (λ's), explained variance for each item (R 2 ), and a measure of construct validity (Cronbach's alpha).
--INSERT TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE--
The standardized factor loadings and the R 2 statistics indicate that across all models and all three latent variables, the manifest variables load strongly and significantly on the constructs, providing evidence of convergent validity. Furthermore, the Cronbach's alpha statistics, ranging across the models and latent variables from α = 0.796 to α = 0.930, indicates strong construct validity; an alpha value greater than 0.700 is generally considered sufficient (and 0.800 very good) for establishing construct validity in SEM (Hair 1998).
Structural Equation Models
Turning next to the estimation of our full structural models, including both the observed and unobserved latent variables outlined in our conceptual model earlier, we obtained maximum likelihood (ML) estimates of the model coefficients. To do so we utilize the full information maximum likelihood estimation (FIML) method, a technique that estimates multiple ML equations simultaneously and includes information on the conditional covariances among all model variables in the parameter estimates (Arbuckle 2006 ). The FIML technique provides reliable and robust estimates for both continuous and interval-level variables, while also accommodating models containing both observed and unobserved variables (Arbuckle 2006 ). Although OLS estimators should prove similar to ML estimators for large, multivariate normal samples (Bollen 1989) , two conditions descriptive of our data, the FIML procedure has been shown to produce more efficient estimators for data with missing observations (Enders 2001; Enders & Bandalos 2001) . Given that several of our variables have some missing observations (with the most extreme case being the income variable), the FIML approach is preferable to alternative methods. The zero-order correlation matrices for all observed model variables are provided in Appendix B.
Results for the FIML analysis, including goodness-of-fit measures, standardized direct effects, standard errors, significance of the coefficients, and measures of explained variance (squared multiple correlations or R 2 ), first for the pooled-sample model and then (in abbreviated form) for the agency sub-sample models, are presented below in Tables 5 and 6.
--INSERT TABLES 5 AND 6 ABOUT HERE-
Results
We begin with a discussion of the results in Table 5 . First, the data show a good fit to the model, providing empirical support for the conceptual model we have specified.
The root mean square error of approximation statistic indicates a good model fit (RMSEA=0.045); an RMSEA below 0.05 is interpreted to represent a "close" model fit, with a lower score better still (Arbuckle 2006 (Arbuckle 2006) . Finally, the model has a favorable χ2 to degree of freedom ratio (4.808), with a ratio of 5.00 or less considered satisfactory.
Turning now to analysis of the standardized direct effects provided in Table 5 , and beginning with the four demographic factors included in the model, only the education estimate is a significant predictor of satisfaction at the p < 0.05 level (β = -0.036), although its effect is relatively small. That is, while age, income and gender have no significant impact on citizen satisfaction with a federal agency, education has a significant negative effect, with better-educated citizens expressing lower satisfaction with their experience with a federal agency. These results suggest that the composition of an agency citizen-customer cohort -at least at the aggregate level -has little to do with federal agency satisfaction, outside the small effect of education. We turn now to the estimates for the agency sub-sample models in Table 6 , with a particular interest in comparing these results across agencies. Generally speaking, while some similarities do exist, these results suggest that citizen satisfaction is determined by different factors across different federal agencies, with differences also appearing in the model outcomes.
First, and similar to the aggregate model, the demographic variables have little effect across the sub-sample models, with almost no evidence to indicate that the composition of the customer population dramatically impacts satisfaction for any agency included in the sample. Similarly, e-government adoption is a predominantly insignificant factor across these models, with only a single agency -NPS -showing a significant (but again, unexpectedly negative) relationship between e-government adoption and satisfaction. While these findings continue to undermine the notion that e-government is already drastically improving satisfaction with federal agencies, it does show that the negative relationship between e-government use and citizen satisfaction is limited to only this one agency (at least within our sample) rather than being a systematic phenomenon.
Furthermore, for three agencies -IRS, SSA and Medicare -prior expectations are found to be a positive and significant predictor of satisfaction, while for the other three -NPS, Medicaid, and VA -expectations is an insignificant factor. This finding suggests that while for some agencies the management of citizens' prior expectations is an important tool in optimizing and understanding citizen satisfaction, for others it is less so.
Most importantly, at least from the perspective of those seeking strategies for improving agency satisfaction and an understanding of what drives satisfaction within and across agencies, differences in the strength of the "Service" and "Information" latent variables across the models are noteworthy. For three agencies -Medicare, Medicaid and VA -the "Service" predictor is particularly strong, while the "Information" latent variable is an insignificant determinant of satisfaction. Thus for these agencies, the ease of obtaining services and the timeliness and efficiency of the delivery of those services is paramount in determining citizen satisfaction. Given the primary citizen-facing mission of these agencies -to deliver free benefits (and more specifically, predominantly health care benefits and related services) to needy or otherwise eligible citizens -the predominance of service delivery in this instance is not surprising.
For two other agencies -SSA and NPS -both "Services" and "Information" are significant determinants of satisfaction, but "Services" dominates in terms of relative importance. For these two agencies, both the delivery of services and information are important to citizen satisfaction, but the ease of obtaining services and the timeliness and efficiency of the delivery of those services is more important. Lastly, for the IRS model "Services" and "Information" are both significant determinants of satisfaction, and the two are more roughly equal in their impact on satisfaction. This finding is not unexpected either; as the IRS provides a service as a regulatory process that demands the efficient delivery of information vital to the citizen experiencing this process (i.e. information about the tax-filing process), this finding makes sense. Taken on the whole, these results suggest that while some agencies can focus almost exclusively on the delivery of timely, efficient and easily accessible services (and little on information provision), others must focus more equally on the two activities to improve citizen satisfaction.
Finally, for all of the sub-sample models satisfaction is a significant -and similarly strong -predictor of confidence in an agency. As expected, agencies that deliver stronger satisfaction also create citizen-customers who are more confident they will receive good service in the future. Moreover, while confidence in an agency is a significant and strong predictor of trust in the government overall for most of the sub-sample models (with the exception of VA), for only the IRS sub-sample does satisfaction positively and significantly determine trust in the government in Washington. This final result suggests that improvements in citizen satisfaction with their experiences with one prominent and high-profile federal agency -the IRS -will yield the greatest benefits in terms of citizen trust in federal government overall, a result that should not be lost on the federal government as it struggles with low levels of citizen trust.
Taken together, these results show that citizens demand different things from different federal agencies, and that citizen satisfaction is determined in different ways across these agencies. This result is perhaps unsurprising; given that the agencies examined here run the gamut from primarily benefits-delivering agencies (SSA, Medicare, Medicaid, VA) to regulatory enforcement agencies (IRS), and other types of service-deliverers (NPS), it is fair to assume that citizens would require different things from these agencies. Yet these results confirm this intuition and show that different agencies do not "perform alike," and in some sense cannot and should not perform alike.
In turn, this conclusion complicates the practice of performance benchmarking among agencies as a means for both judging individual agency performance and discerning best practices across agencies; after all, comparing "mostly different" entities is a more complex task, especially when cross-agency learning is the goal of the comparison. In effect, these results indicate that benchmarking must always be done within the context of a clear understanding of how citizen perceptions differ across agencies. We will elaborate on this finding and its implications in the concluding section.
STUDY LIMITATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS
The findings in this study provide an overview of the relationship between determinants of satisfaction -or citizen perceptions of government performance -and outcomes of satisfaction including both trust and confidence in federal government, at both an aggregate level and among several important federal agencies. Most significantly, these results provide insight into the differences in what determines satisfaction across federal agencies, indicating that citizens interacting with different agencies are likewise satisfied differently. These findings carry significant implications for federal agencies involved in citizen-centered performance measurement and management, and particularly those involved in performance benchmarking.
But before proceeding to consider the implications of our findings for benchmarking, a few caveats regarding some limitations of this study, and how these limitations might be overcome in future research, are worth mentioning. First, our results are based on two samples of citizens collected in [2008] [2009] who experienced a relatively small number of federal government agencies and programs, and we must therefore be careful not to generalize to the entire universe of experiences with the (very diverse) assortment of federal government services based on these results. Additionally, our conceptual and empirical model, while grounded both in theory and in prior research, does not include the full range of possible determinants (or outcomes) of satisfaction, and therefore alternative explanations for our findings cannot be entirely eliminated. Future research looking at a longer time period, a more diverse assortment of federal agencies, and a larger cohort of variables would be useful in overcoming these shortcomings.
These limitations notwithstanding, this study reveals several interesting findings about how citizen perceptions of government performance influence satisfaction across diverse federal agencies. Yet perhaps the most important implications of the findings in this study -at least for the practitioner engaged in the practice -relate to performance benchmarking. To be sure, these findings must be seen to complicate the practice of identifying benchmarking partners, both for those doing so internal to agencies and seeking best practices and process improvements, and for those external to agencies attempting to compare relative agency performance. In short, if citizen perceptions of government performance drive satisfaction differentially across federal agencies, as this study suggests, an inappropriate selection of benchmarking partners could lead to both incorrect conclusions about how agencies are performing relative to one another (by external observers), or about strategies for improving processes/services and optimizing citizen satisfaction (for internal actors).
Take, for example, a simple exercise derived from the results presented here. These results suggest that among the agencies included in the sample, in terms of the overall satisfaction variable, the IRS scores lowest on satisfaction while NPS scores highest (see Appendix C). A simplistic interpretation of this result derived from performance benchmarking by elected officials or policymakers interested in knowing "who is doing better" could lead to an incorrect -and potentially damaging -conclusion: that NPS's superior satisfaction performance is grounds for selecting this agency as a model for seeking improvements in satisfaction with the IRS. Yet a more thorough analysis of the determinants of satisfaction and a list of recommended actions based on these results, like that found below in Table 6, shows that citizen-customers of these two agencies are satisfied in fundamentally different ways. As a result, using NPS as a guide for improving satisfaction with the IRS could have little (or worse still, a negative) effect.
-- INSERT TABLE 6 ABOUT HERE--However, the recognition of these shortcomings should not, in our estimation, lead to a wholesale rejection of the usefulness or practical applicability of benchmarking across federal agencies. Rather, they provide a cautionary tale about the importance of the careful selection of benchmarking partners. Indeed, difficulties in identifying appropriate organizational benchmarking partners have long been recognized, particularly in the public sector (Ammons 1999; Bell & Morey 1994; Bruder & Gray 1994; Coe 1999; Folz 2004; Yasin 2002 In conclusion, in this study we have attempted to illuminate both what determines citizen satisfaction across diverse federal agencies and how differences in these determinants might influence the practice of performance benchmarking. Based on these results, it is recommended that performance benchmarking be preceded by a cross-agency examination of determinants of satisfaction, using something like the model we have proposed in this paper. Benchmarking citizen satisfaction data in isolation, without a thorough understanding of how satisfaction is differently determined, could potentially result in the errant choice of benchmarking partners, and thus in misleading or incorrect conclusions. But with the added insight of a model such as this, those involved in the oversight of federal agencies can best utilize performance benchmarking to judge how (and why) some agencies perform better than others in terms of citizen satisfaction, and which agencies might provide a useful and applicable model for seeking best practices capable of improving agency performance. 
